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Abstract
Ethnic identity development may increase resilience to discrimination and prejudice, which are often common
and stressful for ethnic minority adolescents. Based on ethnic identity development theory and resilience

theory, we hypothesize that under high discrimination stress, ethnic affirmation and ethnic identity stage will
have protective moderating effects on self-esteem and depressive symptoms. A cross-sectional self-report study
with 125 ethnic minority adolescents (13–18 years) found that ethnic affirmation (p < .05) had protective effects
on depressive symptoms (p < .05) and protective-enhancing effects on self-esteem at high levels of
discrimination stress. Achieved ethnic identity stage (p < .05) had protective-stabilizing effects on self-esteem at
high discrimination stress. Our findings demonstrate that the protective elements of ethnic identity are feeling
positive about one's ethnic group, having learned about one's history, and having resolved conflicts about one's
ethnic group.
Prejudice and discrimination are significant factors to consider in the normative development of ethnic minority
youth (Eccles, Wong, & Peck, 2006; García Coll et al., 1996). As early as 10 years of age, children perceive
discrimination and prejudice against their ethnic group (Spears Brown & Bigler, 2005). By adolescence,
discrimination and prejudice are not only common, but also stressful (Eccles et al., 2006; García Coll et al., 1996;
Jackson et al., 1996; Spears Brown & Bigler, 2005). Furthermore, stress due to prejudice and discrimination is
associated with lower self-esteem, more depressive symptoms, and more risky behaviors during adolescence
(Adams, Fryberg, Garcia, & Delgado-Torres, 2006; Eccles et al., 2006; Edwards & Romero, 2008; García Coll
et al., 1996; Romero, Carvajal, Valle, & Orduña, 2007; Romero, Martínez, & Carvajal, 2007; Romero &
Roberts, 2003a, 2003b; Spears Brown & Bigler, 2005; Szalacha et al., 2003). There is evidence that ethnic identity
may buffer the negative influence of discrimination; however, some studies suggest ethnic identity may increase
vulnerability to discrimination (García Coll et al., 1996; Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006; Major & O'Brien, 2005;
Romero & Roberts, 2003b; Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006; Sellers & Shelton, 2003). The existing
research on adolescents has not always taken a developmental perspective to understand how ethnic identity
stages may vary in their influence on mental well-being and discrimination stress during this age period
(Phinney, 1991). In the current study, we use both ethnic identity development theory and resilience theory to
study how ethnic identity development stages may protect or increase vulnerability to discrimination stress
among ethnic minority adolescents.

Ethnic identity development
Ethnic identity is typically defined by social psychologists as a social identity that represents the sense of
belonging to one's ethnic group (Phinney, 1991). Social identity theory argues that self-esteem is derived from
positive social identities and positive social comparisons; the majority of empirical research has found that
ethnic identity is associated with higher self-esteem, particularly among ethnic minorities (Phinney, 1991; Tajfel
& Turner, 1986; Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gómez, 2004). Based on psychoanalytic theory and identity
formation theory, scholars have argued that racial and ethnic identity is developmental in that it changes over
time and can progress through multiple stages of development (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980; Phinney, 1990).
Thus, we argue that depending on the stage of ethnic identity development adolescents will be more or less
resilient to discrimination stress. The four stages of ethnic identity development are categorized based on two
key factors of exploration and commitment: (1) diffuse; (2) foreclosed; (3) moratorium; and (4) achieved
(Phinney, 1990; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004). Diffusion is the first stage when youth have not explored their
history and have not committed to their ethnic group. Foreclosure is when individuals have committed to their
ethnic identity without actively exploring their cultural history, traditions, or language. During the third
stage, moratorium, individuals spend time learning more about the culture, history, traditions, and language of
their ethnic group. Youth have not fully committed at this stage, but it is seen as a required stage before
reaching achieved identity. Youth who have not explored or committed to their ethnic identity may be more
vulnerable to negative effects of discrimination on their negative affect (depressive symptoms) or overall sense
of self-worth (self-esteem).

The final stage of ethnic identity development, achieved, is when youth have already explored and committed to
their sense of ethnic belonging. It is likely that they have resolved any internal conflicts about their ethnicity and
their identity is likely to be more permanent. An achieved identity may be more likely to have protective effects
on youth mental well-being because it is based on a developmental process of internal acceptance of one's own
personal identity and information about ethnic history and traditions. Youth who explore and commit to their
identity tend to have higher self-esteem and are more likely to be resilient to conflicts (Erikson, 1968;
Marcia, 1980; Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). We argue that the achieved stage is more likely than other stages to
protect mental well-being from discrimination stress.
Distinct from the four developmental stages is the construct of ethnic affirmation, which is the affective
component of ethnic identity. Previously, an emphasis had been placed on the positive component of this
variable in terms of pride and happiness (Lee & Yoo, 2004; Roberts et al., 1999). Recent work has identified the
negative component of ethnic affirmation as the negative emotional sense of belonging to one's ethnic group,
which may include shame and desire to not belong to one's ethnic group (Marsiglia, Kullis, Hecht, & Sills, 2004;
Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004). Ethnic affirmation is not theoretically linked with any one particular developmental
stage, rather it can occur at any stage of development. However, ethnic affirmation has been found to be
associated with higher stages of ethnic identity development (Lee & Yoo, 2004; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004).

Resilience theory
Previous research has found that ethnic identity and ethnic affirmation positively buffer the negative effects of
discrimination on psychological well-being among minority adolescents (Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999;
Greene et al., 2006; Major & O'Brien, 2005; Oyserman, Kemmelmeier, & Fryberg, 2003; Romero &
Roberts, 2003b; Sellers & Shelton, 2003). Yet, a few other studies suggest that certain dimensions of ethnic
identity may actually increase vulnerability to discrimination resulting in significantly worse mental health status
(Greene et al., 2006; Oyserman et al., 2003). We argue that ethnic identity development and ethnic affirmation
may help adolescents respond positively to adverse situations of discrimination, that is, be resilient. However,
given that the effectiveness of resilience factors may differ based on the intensity of the stressor, we use
resilience theory to understand and hypothesize when ethnic identity may enhance well-being, or when it may
increase vulnerability in the face of discrimination (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001). For
example, resilience is comprised of many different factors, and may include protective factors, vulnerability
factors, or moderating factors (Luthar et al., 2000) (see Figure 1). Protective factors that have a direct effect will
protect individuals and stabilize well-being at all levels of stress. Moderating factors confer more specific
advantages under high-risk or low-risk conditions, and these advantages can be described as either enhancing,
stabilizing, or reactive (Luthar et al., 2000). Protective-enhancing factors will moderate the effect of stress on
mental well-being, such that at resilience may increase higher levels of stress when youth have a more achieved
ethnic identity. Protective stabilizing factors may stabilize well-being at all levels of stress, but when the factor is
not present individuals may be vulnerable particularly at high level of stress. Protective reactive factors will
moderate stress in a manner that may be protective at low levels of stress, but will actually increase
vulnerability at higher levels of stress. Extant literature of ethnic identity provides some insight into the possible
resilience effects of ethnic identity development and affirmation. Research has found that resilience effects can
be very different for positive mental health compared to mental illness. Previous research has demonstrated
that ethnic identity and discrimination are associated with depressive symptoms and self-esteem; however, we
will explore each hypothesis separately for these two mental well-being outcomes.

Figure 1 Graph (a) represents the predicted protective-enhancing moderating effect of ethnic affirmation. Graph
(b) represents the predicted protective reactive effect of ethnic identity stages. Graph (c) represents the direct
protective effect of ethnic identity.
While relatively little research has included all four stages of ethnic identity development in relation to
discrimination and self-esteem among adolescents, one study examining stages found a moderating effect of
ethnic identity achievement on self-esteem. Achieved stage was associated with lower self-esteem under high
levels of peer discrimination, with a protective-reactive effect that increased vulnerability at high intensity of
stress (Greene et al., 2006). Yet, the majority of previous research suggests that individuals who have a less
developed ethnic identity are the most vulnerable to the negative effects of high levels of discrimination (Sellers,
Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmerman, 2003; Sellers & Shelton, 2003; Sellers et al., 2006; Wong, Eccles, &
Sameroff, 2003). Thus, we argue that it is more likely that a diffuse stage of ethnic identity development will be
associated with protective-reactive effects that increase vulnerability at high levels of stress; however, we will
also investigate the protective moderating effects of achieved ethnic identity on self-esteem.
Ethnic affirmation appears to provide a protective effect on depressive symptoms at all levels of discrimination
stress (Greene et al., 2006; Sellers et al., 2006). However, in one study, ethnic affirmation increased vulnerability
with a protective-reactive effect on depressive symptoms among Korean American students (Lee, 2005). Studies
linking ethnic affirmation and self-esteem appear to suggest that positive affirmation is associated with higher
self-esteem. Yet, other studies have consistently demonstrated a protective-enhancing effect. Romero and
Roberts (2003b) report that Mexican American youth with high ethnic affirmation under high levels of
discrimination stress have higher self-esteem (protective-enhancing effect). Greene et al. (2006) also found in a
longitudinal study of adolescents of African American and Puerto Rican descent that ethnic affirmation had a
protective-enhancing effect on self-esteem at high levels of discrimination (Greene et al., 2006). Additionally,
three different studies exploring academic outcomes reported that a positive view of one's ethnic group
buffered the negative effect of discrimination among African American and American Indian adolescents with a
protective-enhancing effect on education (Eccles et al., 2006; Oyserman et al., 2003; Wong et al., 2003). Thus, it
appears that the resilience effect of ethnic affirmation may even be enhanced at high levels of discrimination
stress. Overall, we anticipate that at high levels of discrimination stress, positive ethnic affirmation is likely to
have a protective-enhancing effect on youth well-being.
In sum, ethnic identity developmental stages and ethnic affirmation may be a form of resilience for
ethnic minority adolescent well-being; however, moderating effects may differ depending on the level
of intensity of discrimination stress. We utilize ethnic identity developmental stage theory and resilience
theory to investigate the following hypotheses in the current study with a sample of minority
adolescents of Mexican and Native American descent. Hypothesis 1. Ethnic affirmation will have

protective-enhancing effects on self-esteem and depressive symptoms. At high levels of discrimination
stress, youth with high ethnic affirmation will also report high levels of self-esteem /low levels of
depressive symptoms. Hypothesis 2. Diffuse ethnic identity will have a protective reactive resilience
effect on self-esteem and depressive symptoms. Diffuse youth at high levels of discrimination stress will
report significantly lower self-esteem and higher depressive symptoms. Achieved stage will have a
protective-enhancing effect on self-esteem and depressive symptoms. Achieved youth at high levels of
discrimination will report higher self-esteem and lower depressive symptoms.

Method
Participants
A total of 125 adolescents (13–18 years old, M = 15.53, SD = 1.40) completed surveys at local urban youth
afterschool centers. Youth reported that they were Mexican descent (74%), Native American descent (9%), or a
mix of these backgrounds (17%). Age (between 13 and 18 years old) and parental consent were the only
participation criteria. All parents signed active consent forms to allow their children to participate in the study
and all youth participants signed assent forms prior to completing the survey. The Human Subjects Protection
Program approved the study.

Measures
Demographics

Subjects completed a demographic questionnaire that included items about age, gender, and ethnicity.
Generation levels are based on Cuéllar, Arnold, and Maldonado's (1995) definitions of generations as
1st = respondent was born in a country other than United States; 2nd = respondent was born in United States
with at least one parent is born in a country other than United States; 3rd = respondent and both parents were
born in United States and all grandparents were born in a country other than United States; 4th = respondent,
both parents born in United States with at least one grandparent born in a country other than United States;
5th = respondent, both parents, and all grandparents born in United States.

Language preference

Preference for Spanish or English was measured by an 8-item version of the bi-dimensional acculturation scale
(Marin & Gamba, 1996). Youth were asked “How often do you speak English?”; “How often do you speak
Spanish?”; and “How often do you speak English/Spanish (language) with friends/home?” Response items
regarding language preferences ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Four items from this scale measure English
preference (α = .76) and four items from the scale measure Spanish preference (α = .90). The responses were
averaged across the three items per language. English and Spanish preferences were then dichotomized into
“high” or “low” separately based on the median score. Three levels of language preference were created based
on the following categories: (1) Spanish preference (low English); (2) bilingual preference (high English and high
Spanish); and (3) English preference (high English and low Spanish).

Discrimination stress

The discrimination subscale from the Bicultural Stressors Scale (Romero & Roberts, 2003a) was utilized to assess
the frequency and perceived stressfulness of various discrimination experiences. Nine discrimination items were
included in this scale (e.g., “Sometimes I feel it is harder to succeed because of my ethnic background,” “I am
not accepted because of my ethnicity,” and “I do not like it when others put down people of my ethnic
background”). The possible range of responses to each stressor are does not apply (coded as 0), not stressful at
all (1), a little bit stressful (2), quite a bit stressful (3), and very stressful (4). These items provide information on
whether youth experienced the stressors (does not apply or is present) and the level of stressfulness. A total
score representing how many stressors youth had experienced was determined by taking a sum score after

items were dichotomized, providing a range from 0 to 9. A mean score was also computed with the continuous
responses such that a higher score represents more stress on a scale of 0–4. The internal consistency of the
continuous discrimination scale for the current sample was α = .81.

Ethnic affirmation

Ethnic affirmation assesses the degree to which participants felt positive and negative about their ethnic group.
Three items were taken from Lee and Yoo's (2004) affirmation subscale on positive affect and an additional five
negative affect items were taken from Marsiglia et al. (2004) to address all of the dimensions of ethnic
affirmation. The affirmation scale consisted of eight items (e.g., “I am happy that I belong to my ethnic group,” “I
have a lot of pride in my ethnic background,” “Sometimes I wish I looked like someone from a different ethnic
group,” and “Sometimes I am embarrassed by the way that people from my ethnic group act”). The eight items
had a high internal consistency of α = .88 with the current sample.

Ethnic identity stage

Ethnic identity stages were assessed with 11 items from the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure
(Phinney, 1992). Response items ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The exploration and
commitment subscale items were averaged with high score indicating more agreement.
The exploration subscale was comprised of five items with an internal consistency of α = .86.
The commitment subscale consisted of six items with an internal consistency of α = .81. Ethnic identity stages
were based on those outlined by Marcia (1980) and Phinney (1991) (diffuse, foreclosed, explored, and achieved)
and constructed based on exploration and commitment subscales of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measures
(Seaton, Scottham, & Sellers, 2006; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2004; Yip, Seaton, & Sellers, 2006). The ethnic identity
stage consisted of the following categories based on media splits of the subscales: 1 = diffusion (low
exploration/low commitment), 2 = foreclosed (low exploration/high commitment), 3 = moratorium (high
exploration/low commitment), 4 = achieved (high exploration/high commitment).

Depressive symptoms

An 8-item shortened version of the Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression Scale was used to assess
depressive symptoms (Radloff, 1977). The measure includes assessments of the frequency of experiencing four
major symptom domains of depression within the past week: negative affect, absence of positive affect
(reversed scored), somatic complaints, and interpersonal problems (Crockett, Randall, Shen, Russell, &
Driscoll, 2005; Rushton, Forcier, & Schectman, 2002). There is good evidence for the measure's relevance for
ethnic minority adolescents (Carvajal, Evans, Nash, & Getz, 2002; Crockett et al., 2005; Roberts, Lewinsohn, &
Seeley, 1991). Items referred to the past 7 days and responses were coded as 0 (never), 1 (less than 1 day), 2 (1–
2 days), 3 (2–4 days), or 4 (5–7 days). A mean value was taken with the items to create a continuous scale of
depressive symptoms that ranged from 1 to 5. The internal consistency of the scale was .76 with the current
sample.

Self-esteem

The Rosenberg (1965) scale was used to measure self-esteem. The 7-item scale (1 = never, 5 = almost always
true) was reliable in previous studies with adolescents (Rosenberg, 1965, 1979), particularly with Mexican
Americans. Cronbach's alpha ranged from .73 to .87 (Cervantes, Padilla, & Salgado de Snyder, 1990, 1991; Joiner
& Kashubeck, 1996). A sample item is “I feel that I have a number of good qualities.” For this sample, the scale
was sufficiently reliable, α = .62. An average self-esteem score was computed.

Procedure

Bilingual and bicultural trained project staff administered the surveys afterschool at local youth centers. Surveys
were available in both English and Spanish. Participants had the option to answer the survey in either language

(80% completed the survey in English, 20% completed the survey in Spanish). The questionnaire was first
developed in English and then translated into Spanish by a professional translator. The translations were then
back-translated from Spanish to English by local native Spanish speakers (Brislin, 1976; Brislin, Lonner, &
Thorndike, 1973). The survey took approximately one and a half hours to complete.

Results
Descriptives and demographic differences

Sample demographics are reported in Table 1 and descriptives for variables of interest in Table 2. Ethnic identity
stage was distributed as follows: diffuse (n = 36, 30%), foreclosed (n = 20, 16%), moratorium (n = 21, 17%), and
achieved (n = 45, 37%). Based on one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) results, ethnic identity stages differed
significantly by self-esteem, F(3, 117) = 10.48, p < .001; age, F(3, 118) = 8.00, p < .001; and ethnic affirmation, F(3,
118) = 21.78, p < .001. Post hoc Bonferroni tests indicated the significant differences as follows: achieved youth
(M = 4.18, SD = .54) reported significantly higher self-esteem compared to diffuse (M = 3.46, SD = .66; p < .001) or
explored youth (M = 3.53, SD = .65; p < .01). Achieved youth were also significantly older than other stages
(achieved, M = 16.29, SD = 1.34; diffuse, M = 15.08, SD = 1.13, p < .001; foreclosed, M = 15.15, SD = 1.39, p < .01;
and explored, M = 15.10, SD = 1.34, p < .01). Ethnic affirmation differed significantly by ethnic identity stage:
Achieved youth (M = 3.99, SD = .10) had significantly higher affirmation than diffuse (M = 3.28, SD = .63, p < .001)
or explored youth (M = 3.28, SD = .70, p < .001). Foreclosed youth (M = 3.87, SD = .23) were significantly higher
on affirmation than diffuse (p < .001) or explored youth (p < .01). Based on one-way ANOVA analysis, there were
no ethnic identity stage differences for discrimination stress or depressive symptoms. No gender differences
were found for ethnic identity stage based on t-test analysis. No generation differences were found for ethnic
identity stages based on chi-square analysis.
Table 1. Sample Characteristics
Gender
Male
Female
Generation
Immigrant
Child of at least one immigrant parent
Both parents born in United States
Language preference
English
Bilingual
Spanish

n

%

61 49
64 51
29 23
45 36
44 35
42 34
39 31
44 35

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations and Ranges of Variables
M (SD)
Range
Depressive symptoms 2.12 (.74) 1.0–4.5
Self-esteem
3.80 (.70) 2.3–5.0
Discrimination stress
1.16 (.77) .0–3.6
Ethnic affirmation
3.42 (.54) 1.0–4.0
Exploration subscale
2.73 (.71) 1.0–4.0
Commitment subscale 3.29 (.59) 1.0–4.0

Note. The exploration and commitment subscales are from the ethnic identity measure and were combined to
create the ethnic identity stages used in further analyses.
Based on one-way ANOVA analysis, discrimination stress significantly differed by language preference, F(2,
122) = 7.73, p < .001. English speakers reported significantly less stress (M = .40, SD = .30) compared to bilingual
(M = .64, SD = .25, p < .01) or Spanish-speaking youth (M = .56, SD = .30, p < .05). One-way ANOVA tests for
language preference differences were not significant for depressive symptoms, self-esteem, ethnic identity
stages, or affirmation. See Table 3 for Pearson product moment correlations for variables of interest. Depressive
symptoms were significantly positively associated with discrimination stress, r(124) = .25, p < .01, and negatively
significantly associated with self-esteem, r(123) = −.34, p < .001.
Table 3. Pearson Product Moment Correlation Table for Continuous Variables of Interest
1
2
3
4
5
6
1. Explore
1.00
2. Commit
.38*** 1.00
3. Affirmation
.27** .77*** 1.00
4. Discrimination stress .04
.10
.10
1.00
5. Self-esteem
.33*** .50*** .37*** −.10 1.00
6. Depressive symptoms −.17
−.13
−.13
.25** −.34*** 1.00
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Hypotheses

Multiple linear hierarchical regression models were conducted to test the two hypotheses (see Table 4). In order
to test interactions, the key variables were transformed into z scores so that the coefficients could be properly
interpreted. Hypothesis 1a, that ethnic affirmation will have a protective-enhancing effect on self-esteem in
response to discrimination stress, included the following steps: age at step 1, discrimination stress at step 2,
affirmation at step 3, and the interaction between affirmation and discrimination stress at step 4. The final
model for self-esteem accounted for 57% of the variance, where age, affirmation, and the interaction were
significant. Hypothesis 1a was supported, ethnic affirmation had a significant protective-enhancing effect
(p < .05) on the relation between discrimination stress and self-esteem (see Figure 2). Youth with higher rates of
affirmation with high scores on discrimination stress reported high levels of self-esteem; youth with low rates of
affirmation and high discrimination stress reported significantly lower levels of self-esteem.

Figure 2
Hypothesis 1: ethnic affirmation will moderate the relation between discrimination stress and self-esteem.

Table 4. Multiple Linear Hierarchical Regressions
Regression step
R
Adjusted R2 Δ
Adjusted R2
Hypothesis 1a: Ethnic affirmation
will have a protective-enhancing
effect on the relation between
discrimination stress and selfesteem.
Self-esteem, F(4, 112) = 13.34,
p < .001
1. Age
.36
.12
.12
2. Discrimination stress
.38
.13
.01
3. Affirmation
.51
.24
.11
4. Interaction
.57
.30
.06
Hypothesis 1b: Ethnic affirmation
will have a protective-enhancing
effect on the relation between
discrimination stress and
depressive symptoms.
Depressive symptoms, F(4,
112) = 4.39, p < .01
1. Age
.04
−.01
−.01
2. Discrimination stress
.26
.05
.06
3. Affirmation
.33
.08
.03
Hypothesis 2a: Diffuse stage will
have a protective reactive effect on
self-esteem. Achieved stage will
have a protective-enhancing effect
on self-esteem.
Self-esteem, F(7, 116) = 6.50,
p < .001
1. Age
.34
.11
.11
2. Discrimination stress
.36
.12
.01
3. Diffuse
.48
.20
.08
Foreclosed
Achieved
4. Diffuse interaction
.52
.23
.03
Achieved interaction
Hypothesis 2b: Diffuse stage will
have a protective reactive effect on
depressive symptoms. Achieved
stage will have a protectiveenhancing effect on depressive
symptoms.
Depressive symptoms, F(7,
113) = 2.32, p < .05
1. Age
.06
−.01
.01
2. Discrimination stress
.25
.04
.05

ΔF

B

SE

Std.
β

t

16.99
−7.36
3.82
−.11

.09
−.03
.27
.12

.66
.06
.06
.05

.19
−.04
.39
.20

2.23*
−.48
4.62***
2.40*

.22
3.76
.53

.08 .05
.14 .07
−.18 .07

.10 1.05
.23 2.60*
−.22 −2.29*

15.23 .10
−6.38 −.22
−1.97 −.19
.13
.43
−.78
.23
.31

.05
.08
.16
.19
.17
.17
.17

.21
−.32
−.12
.07
.30
.13
.27

2.29*
−2.81**
−1.16
−.69
2.60*
1.41
2.56*

.38
3.38

.05
.09

.11
.42

1.07
3.34**

.06
.31

3. Diffuse
.31
Foreclosed
Achieved
Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

.06

.02

−1.31 .26 .19
.13 .22
−.12 .19

.16 1.35
.07 .60
−.08 −.63

Hypothesis 1b. The regression to test if ethnic affirmation would have a protective-enhancing effect on
depressive symptoms in response to discrimination stress included the following steps: age at step 1,
discrimination stress at step 2, affirmation at step 3, and the interaction between affirmation and discrimination
stress at step 4. The final model for depressive symptoms accounted for 33% of the variance, where
discrimination stress and affirmation had direct effects, but no significant interaction. Hypothesis 1b was not
supported for a protective-enhancing effect, but higher ethnic affirmation was directly associated with fewer
depressive symptoms.
Hypothesis 2a. To test the hypothesis that a diffuse identity would have a protective-reactive effect on selfesteem, and achieved identity protective-enhancing effects, multiple linear hierarchical regression steps were:
age at step 1, discrimination stress at step 2, ethnic identity stages (dummy coded) at step 3, and interaction
between achieved stage and discrimination stress and interaction between diffuse stage and discrimination
stress at step 4. The overall model for self-esteem was significant and accounted for 48% of the variance, with
age, discrimination stress, and achieved interaction significant (see Table 4). Hypothesis 2a was partially
supported in that achieved identity stage was protective stabilizing for self-esteem (p < .05) (see Figure 3).
Achieved youth were more likely to maintain a stable level of self-esteem even under high discrimination stress
compared to other ethnic identity stages where youth's self-esteem was significantly more vulnerable to the
negative effect of high discrimination stress. Diffuse youth were not necessarily significantly more vulnerable
compared to other stages.

Figure 3 Ethnic identity stage will moderate the relation between discrimination stress and self-esteem.
Hypothesis 2b. To test the hypothesis that a diffuse identity would have a protective-reactive effect, and
achieved identity a protective-enhancing effect, on depressive symptoms, multiple linear hierarchical regression
steps were: age at step 1, discrimination stress at step 2, ethnic identity stages (dummy coded) at step 3, and
interaction between achieved stage and discrimination stress and a second interaction between diffuse stage
and discrimination stress at step 4. The overall model for depressive symptoms was significant and accounted
for 31% of the variance, with discrimination stress being the only significant variable (see Table 4). More
discrimination stress was significantly associated with more depressive symptoms. Hypothesis 2b was not
supported because ethnic identity stage was not significant and interactions were not significant.

Discussion
Our study examined the resilience effects of ethnic identity stages and ethnic affirmation on self-esteem and
depressive symptoms among minority adolescents. Our results demonstrate that discrimination stress continues
to be common and stressful for ethnic minority adolescents and is significantly associated with more depressive
symptoms and lower self-esteem. Our findings indicate that ethnic affirmation had a protective effect on
depressive symptoms and a protective-enhancing effect on self-esteem. Achieved ethnic identity stage had a
protective-stabilizing effect on self-esteem, such that youth self-esteem remained stable at high levels of
discrimination stress for achieved ethnic identity stage compared to all other stages (diffuse, foreclosed,
moratorium) that were more vulnerable at high levels of discrimination stress. Depressive symptoms were not
associated with ethnic identity stages.
Ethnic affirmation, or feeling positive toward one's ethnic group, was generally protective with respect to selfesteem and depressive symptoms. Moreover, there was a protective-enhancing effect for self-esteem, where
youth with more positive affirmation reported higher self-esteem at higher levels of discrimination stress
compared to youth with low ethnic affirmation whose self-esteem was significantly lower at high levels of
discrimination stress (Luthar et al., 2000). In other words, ethnic affirmation further enhanced the global sense
of self-worth when youth were faced with high levels of discrimination stress. The protective effect of ethnic
affirmation is consistent with previous self-esteem research with Mexican American youth (Romero &
Roberts, 2003b), African American and Puerto Rican adolescents (Greene et al., 2006), and with academic
outcomes in African American adolescents (Eccles et al., 2006; Wong et al., 2003). These results are also
consistent with previous research with African American youth (Greene et al., 2006) that a positive sense of
one's ethnic group is associated with fewer depressive symptoms. However, they are inconsistent with Lee's
(2005) findings with Korean American young adults; Lee notes that the normative depressive rates for Korean
American college students are unique and that types of prejudice will vary between ethnic groups. The current
study adds to our understanding of ethnic identity development among Mexican and Native American descent
youth; however, the small sample size limits generalizability and future studies with larger samples are needed
to explore these effects among these populations. Our findings suggest that a positive identity may contribute to
positive adolescent development, and that a less positive or even negative view of one's ethnic group may be
detrimental, especially at high levels of stress.
In the current study, results indicate that achieved stage of ethnic identity development provided a protective
stabilizing effect on self-esteem for minority youth. Youth who had reached an achieved stage were able to
maintain high self-esteem even at high levels of discrimination stress compared to all other ethnic identity
stages (diffuse, foreclosed, moratorium) whose self-esteem significantly dropped at high levels of discrimination
stress. Youth at the achieved stage, who had spent time exploring their identity and felt resolved and committed
to their ethnic group, were more likely to be older, more likely to report higher self-esteem, and more ethnic
affirmation in general. These findings are consistent with Erikson (1968) and Marcia's (1980) theories of identity
development that self-esteem is high after exploring and committing to one's ethnic identity. Furthermore,
these findings are also consistent with Tajfel and Turner's (1986) theory of social identity, which states that a
stronger sense of positive belonging to one's social group is likely to lead to a more positive sense of global selfworth or self-esteem. While we did not find that diffuse youth were any more vulnerable than other stages, it is
worth noting that even when youth had either explored (moratorium) or committed (foreclosed) they were still
significantly more vulnerable compared to youth who had both explored and committed (achieved). We suggest
that it is the developmental aspect of youth having actively sought out information about their ancestry and
having resolved any internal conflicts that leads to an overall better sense of self and stability even when faced
with discrimination stress.

While the majority of previous studies have found that achieved identity and higher identity (more exploration
and more commitment) are associated with positive outcomes, a couple of previous studies reported that
achieved ethnic identity increased vulnerability (Greene et al., 2006; Oyserman et al., 2003); in the current
study, we find that achieved ethnic identity was significantly protective stabilizing compared to all other ethnic
identity stages. Our findings may differ from these results in part because of their focus on peer discrimination
(Greene et al., 2006), whereas our measure included multiple contexts of peer, school context, and community
context (Romero & Roberts, 2004). The adolescent period is particularly marked by a desire for peer approval,
which may heighten the effect of prejudice and negative comments from peers on self-esteem. Additionally, our
discrimination measure included immigration concerns and linguistic concerns identified by Mexican American,
Asian, and Native American youth (Fryberg & Townsend, 2008; González, 1997; Romero & Roberts, 2003a;
Rosenbloom & Way, 2004), whereas previous research focused on racial discrimination effects on African
American youth (e.g., Jackson et al., 1996). We find that youth who speak English report less discrimination
stress, which may suggest that language differences play a role in experience of discrimination; future studies
may also investigate how resilience factors may vary by type of discrimination.
Social identity theory and identity development theories were not originally developed to predict negative
mental health; thus, it is not surprising that ethnic identity stages were not significantly associated with
depressive symptoms. Resilience models have found that protective factors may function differently for
negative mental health outcomes compared to positive well-being (Luthar et al., 2000). Given the cross-sectional
nature of the study and the limited sample, we cannot generalize our findings or assume the direction of
causality. It may be that more depressed youth are more likely to have negative affect in general, which may
also create a more negative view of their ethnic group. Future research with longitudinal samples and larger
sample sizes will advance our understanding of the interplay between mental well-being and identity
development and affirmation over time for individuals.
We conclude that ethnic affirmation and achieved ethnic identity stage are sources of resilience that help ethnic
minority youth respond positively to adverse situations created by discrimination stress. Ethnic affirmation has
protective effects on depressive symptoms and protective-enhancing effects on self-esteem. Achieved ethnic
identity stage, indicated by having both explored and committed to one's ethnicity, is associated with a
protective-stabilizing effect on self-esteem compared to other ethnic identity stages that demonstrate
vulnerability to high levels of discrimination stress. Ethnic identity developmental stages represent
developmental shifts in understanding and exploring one's ethnic background and appear to also provide an
important source of resiliency for ethnic minority adolescents in the face of stress due to discrimination and
prejudice. The developmental aspect of ethnic identity is critical to understanding the resilience of ethnic
minority adolescents and their healthy development.
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